FORTIFIED WINES
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Fortified wines are always strong, whether they’re sweet or dry, red or white.  Made by adding brandy to wine, their alcohol content can reach up to twenty percent.  In colonial times, wine casks were routinely doctored with spirits as a preservative.  British merchants shipped such ‘fortified’ wines throughout their empire, and English companies remain dominant in the trade to this day.  

The world’s most famous fortified styles are Port from Portugal and Sherry from Spain, each with a unique production method and style:  

· Sherries are white wines, made by adding brandy to finished dry wine.  Some styles are sweetened and colored, while others remain clear and dry.  Always blended across many vintages, Sherry’s diverse styles are the result of an unusual aging process.  
· Ports are red wines, made by adding brandy mid-fermentation.  This prevents wine yeasts from completing their conversion of grape sugar into alcohol, so the resulting wine is always sweet.  Port may be from one vintage or blended, aged in cask or in bottle.  These factors produce a wide range of colors and styles.
Fino Sherry
Finos are young, clear, unsweetened sherries that should be served very cold.  Water-white and bone-dry, Finos are pungently aromatic.  Their distinctive bitter green almond and crab-apple flavors result from aging under a protective layer of foamy yeast called ‘Flor’.  The finest Finos are those designated ‘Manzanilla’, while ‘Amontillado’ styles develop toasty flavor from extra aging.  But, remember, true Sherry only comes from Spain.  Cheap domestic imitations can’t compare to the real thing.
Pairings:  Fino is the ultimate wine for Spanish tapas like olives, anchovies, toasted almonds and grilled octopus.  It shines with salty, oily and nutty foods. 
Oloroso Sherry
Oloroso sherries range from amber gold to chocolate brown, and from very dry to very sweet.  Dry styles are less common and are usually labeled as such, while ‘Cream’ sherries are those sweetened with a dark, raisin syrup.  Olorosos are exposed to air during aging, in order to develop dark color and toasted nut and caramel flavors.  Specialty styles include dry, stylish ‘Palo Cortado’ and molasses-like ‘Pedro Ximezez’.
Pairings:  Dry Olorosos flatter soups, salads and sauces made with toasted nuts or cooked wines, like Madeira or Marsala.  Sweet Olorosos are ideal dessert wines, yummy with pecan pie or drizzled over ice cream.
Ruby and Vintage-Style Port

Made only in the finest years, true bottle-aged ‘Vintage Port’ is world-class dessert wine.  At only 2% of production, it is rare and expensive, requiring decades to mature and careful decanting.  Vintage Port’s inky purple color and fiery flavor serve as stylistic inspiration for the vast majority of lesser Ports.  Most ‘Ruby’ is soft, juicy and modestly-priced, while reserve bottlings achieve greater concentration.  ‘Late Bottled Vintage’ is an intermediate quality level with additional depth and complexity.
Pairings:  Port is often served either alone with cigars or with chocolate desserts, but is even better with bleu cheese.

Tawny Port
Tawny Ports are paler in color, more russet than red.  Modest bottlings blend in white grapes to achieve translucence.  But, superior Tawny Ports are mature wines, with pronounced dried fruit character.  Long-term oak aging tames the spicy fire of young Port, developing nutty, caramelized flavors similar to Cognac.  The best Tawnies are labeled with their age, from 10 to 40 years old.  Some single-vintage bottlings, known as ‘Colheita Ports’, can also be found.
Pairings:  Tawny Ports are ideal for sipping alone with salted nuts, or to accompany caramelized or custard desserts, like Bananas Foster or Crème Brulée.
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